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PUBLISHING LOCAL HISTORY -
STYLE, SUCCESS AND SUPPORT 
by John Pearn 
At the time I complained briefly about the figure of $1.75 for my 
published personal history, principally on the ground that it 
represented only 50 cents more than the price asked for a book called 
The Adventures of Horace the Hedgehog, published in the same 
month. The publishers explained that the price was a closely 
approximated vertical, prefigured on the basis of profitable ceiling, 
which in turn was arrived at by taking into consideration the effect 
on diminishing returns of the horizontal factor. In those days all 
heads of business firms adopted a guarded kind of double-talk . . . 
the upshot of it all was that I accepted the price of $1.75. In so 
doing, I accepted the state of the world as a proper standard by 
which the price of books should be fixed.' 
The major vehicles for publishing medical history, relevant to 
Australia, have been the Medical Journal of Australia, and several 
hospital-based privately funded hospital histories. Before 1983, none 
have sought a readership in the broader community, and society is 
generally unaware of the milestones which relate to the improvement 
in its health. Prior to 1983 several good State histories (those for 
example relating to Queensland, South AustraUa and Western 
Australia), had been published, besides several works on colonial 
medicine, and one conference proceedings (held in 1968). By 1990 
several author-specific bibliographies (of doctors) had been produced 
in addition to two major general bibliographies of Australian 
medicine. With only two exceptions all these have been heavily 
subsidized; and almost none had attempted to bring the personal 
aspects of historical medicine to a wider public. 
In the last decade of the twentieth century, there is a widespread 
perceived need to promote the writings and dissemination of 
Australian medical history. This need is particularly acute in certain 
specialty theme areas relating to many aspects of Australian history. 
Interpretative histories of the various trades and professions in 
Australia have not yet been adequately undertaken, and the shortage 
is particularly acute in the disciplines of medical history. With the 
establishment of a small, non-profit publication unit, Amphion Press, 
an extra vehicle has been provided for some 90 Australian authors 
to promote this theme. Over an eight year period (1982-1990), some 
60 specialist themes of Australian medical history have been pubUshed. 
These themes have included autobiographies, biographies, theme 
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research, interpretative studies and review works. Fewer than one in 
every thousand AustraUan graduates has written a published 
autobiography; and fewer than one in every 2,000 graduates has had 
a published biography compiled to record their life and times. 
The reasons for this lack of publication of primary sources (in the 
case of autobiographies), and the compilation of theme research is 
not primarily humUity, and is not primarily due to a lack of potential 
scholars and writers. The writer believes there are two reasons for this 
lack of vigour in the area of historical research. 
The first of these is a lack of a tradition of any real encouragement 
for the publication of medical history, which has generally been seen 
to be in the terms of reference only of post-retirement health 
professionals (be they doctors, nurses, or therapists or pharmacists), 
who have lost either their clinical vigour or the confidence of their 
patients. 
Secondly, (and perhaps more importantly from the practical point 
of view), the costs of publication are such that the traditional free-
market publishing arena has been closed to anyone attempting serious 
scholarship in this specialty area. In practice, this has meant that 
publication has been possible largely only by the author himself or 
herself "footing the biU". While this shows commendable altruism. 
The Amphion Press at Royal Childrens Hospital Brisbane, showing Professor John 
Pearn and Mrs Peggy Carter together with their equipment and resources. 
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private publication runs the risk of a lack of peer review and inevitable 
potential compromise of standards. There is always a balance to be 
struck between popularity and scholarship in any publishing enterprise 
that is other than totally subsidized. The integrity of any subsidized 
publishing unit depends on the authors submitting themselves to 
editorial review and criticism. The need for the maintenance of peer 
review is becoming increasingly important in many areas of AustraUan 
history, as there has been a significant increase in the number of books 
on general historical subjects being published privately by authors. 
In the eight year period (1982-1990), Amphion Press has been 
established as a team comprising an editor-publisher (the current 
writer) as a volunteer; and a typesetter-secretary (Mrs Peggy Carter, 
of Brisbane) who has given much of her time voluntarily and 
altruistically to promote the awareness of the evolution of society's 
health. 
Currently, to publish a one thousand copy run (the minimum run 
to obtain the 13 per cent Federal Government Book Bounty) of a 200 
page hardcover book, costs $16,600, or $16.60 per unit copy. If one 
adds postage at a general rate of $6.00 per volume, one can see that 
this exceeds the psychological buyer-resistance point, for the potential 
readership of this type of book. PubUcation under these circumstances 
can only be achieved by a combination of private philanthropy, 
authors' pre-buy schemes, and institutional contributions as edtruistic 
help. 
Amphion Press has provided a publishing medium for 89 authors 
in its eight year history, writing specifically about Australian medical 
history. The subject contributions have included autobiographies, 
biographies, review subjects, and certain technical theme areas relating 
to medical history. 
A voluntary publishing unit has one major advantage, and that is 
that it is less intimidating to a potential writer than a large publishing 
house. There is currently a very large unmet need to record primary 
source data relating to the subjective daily lives of Australians. By 
developing such voluntary, externally-funded specialty publishing 
units, much can be done to promote the dissemination of our Nation's 
history. 
NOTES 
James Thurber in The Thurber Carnival, 1981. 
